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Boston’s Commercial Palaces — 
buildings that recall a time when 
America made royalty from the ranks 
of its entrepreneurs. 

Extending north and south from 
Hawley Street to Devonshire Street 
on either side of Summer Street, and 
west to east from Bedford to Franklin 
Streets, the Commercial Palace 
District has expressed the underlying 
robust commercial spirit of Boston 
since the 1860s. 


Cover: Drawing of the Proctor Building, 1896 Entrance lantern, 

Courtesy: Boston Public Library New England Merchants National Bank/ 
Boston Safe Deposit and Trust Co., 
Franklin Street. 


The Tontine Crescent, designed by Charles Bulfinch 
in 1794, once was one of the most fashionable 
quarters in Boston. It gave way to the forces 

of mercantilism in 1858; the gardens were removed, 
and the Crescent was renamed Franklin Street. 


Courtesy: The Bostonian Society 
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The Vassall-Gardiner House, 


Summer Street, c. 1854. 


Courtesy: The Boston Athenaeum 
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Considered Boston’s most prestigious 
residential area at the turn of the 19th 
century, Summer Street once boasted 
five estates of millionaires — each with 
fields, formal gardens and ponds. 
Architect Charles Bulfinch, who laid 
out many of the District’s houses and 
streets, wrote in 1843, “the alterations 
here surpass all you can conceive . 
Summer Street is giving room 

to a great number of modern houses.” 


The Commercial 


Renaissance 


Over the next decade, gardens 
disappeared as land values escalated, 
driving the wealthy up to Beacon Hill 
and towns farther away. Large mansions 
on Pond Street (now Bedford Street) 
and Cow Lane (now High Street) 
were replaced by stately merchant 
buildings housing the highly profitable 
wool and cotton export market. 

By 1860, Boston was brimming 
with confidence — and expressed it 
through bold new 4- and 5-story 
buildings. Views from these solid 
peaked roofs were of crowded, 
curving streets leading to the wooden 
docks south of Milk Street and to the 
clipper masts in the bay beyond. 


Franklin Street, c. 1870. 
Courtesy: Boston Public Library 


Aerial view of Boston 
looking towards Massachusetts Bay, c. 1860. 


Courtesy: The Bostonian Society 


The Great Fire of 1872 — aftermath. 


Courtesy: The Boston Athenaeum 


Even the best laid plans of men go 
awry. On a quiet November night in 
1872, a sparking elevator steam boiler 
at Summer and Kingston Streets 
ignited a stack of hoop skirts and dry 
goods. Quickly gutting the building, 
the fire spread, obliterating every 
recognizable landmark between 
Summer and Pearl Streets — a total 
of 776 buildings. It spared only the 
Old South Meetinghouse on 
Washington Street. 
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The Bedford Building 
at Lincoln and Bedford Streets, 
built in 1873. 
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After burning for twelve long days, 
the inferno cooled and Boston went 
about rebuilding its business district. 
Developers spared no expense in 
erecting solid, Victorian structures — 
this time, however, with steel rather 
than timber beams. 

Consistent in height and scale, the 
new buildings expressed renewed 
confidence in Boston’s commercial 
promise. They stand today asa 
testament to the entrepreneurial spirit 


of New England. | 
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Liberal use of granite and limestone 
insured against additional fiery loss. 
Strong stone sills made the buildings 


grand, unifying architectural patterns 
along curving streets. 


The Wigglesworth Building, One Winthrop Square, 
20 Winthrop Square, LO7 3x 
1873. 


Elevation for the 
Wigglesworth Building, 
by Bradlee & Winslow, architects. 


Courtesy: The Boston Athenaeum 
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One Winthrop Square, detail. 


Architect’s drawing of the 
New England Merchants National Bank/ 
_ Boston Safe Deposit and Trust Co., 


iT ~ Franklin Street. 


Proctor Building, detail. 
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Courtesy: Shepley Bulfinch Richardson and Abbott 


Each building reflected an exterior 
pride of place and the fiscal successes 
within. Generous architectural 
ornamentation — with intricate reliefs 
of heroes, lions, fleurs-de-lis and 
cornucopia — prompted the media to 
call these new monuments 


“Commercial Palaces.” 


Proctor Building, detail. 


Architect’s drawing 
of the Proctor Building, 
Kingston and Bedford Streets. 


Courtesy: Boston Public Library 


‘The New 
Style of the 
District 


‘Today the Commercial Palace District 
has been designated for historic 
preservation. Guidelines call for new 
buildings to complement their older 
neighbors — interpreting the area’s 
architectural legacy in contemporary 
design. Boston’s new commercial 
palaces rise above the District’s cornices, 
columns and ornamented facades, 
reflecting the City’s noble heritage. 


125 Summer Street 
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